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Summary 

Eighteen years have passed since repeal of what was the nation’s major cash welfare program 
assisting low-income families with children, the Aid to Families with Dependent Children 
(AFDC) program, and its replacement with a block grant of Temporary Assistance for Needy 
Families (TANF). This report focuses on trends in the economic well-being of female-headed 
families with children, the principal group affected by the replacement of AFDC with TANF. 
Female-headed families and their children are especially at risk of poverty, and children in such 
families account for well over half of all poor children in the United States. For these reasons, 
single female-headed families continue to be of particular concern to policymakers. The report 
details trends in income and poverty status of these families, prior and subsequent to enactment of 
the 1996 welfare reform law and other policy changes. The report focuses especially on welfare 
dependency and work engagement among single mothers, a major dynamic that welfare reform 
and accompanying policy changes have attempted to affect. It also examines the role of programs 
other than TANF in providing support to single female-headed families with children. 

CRS analysis of 27 years of U.S. Census Bureau data shows that there has been a dramatic 
transformation with regard to welfare, work, and poverty status of single mothers. The period has 
seen a marked structural change in the provision of benefits under a number of programs that 
contribute to the fabric of the nation’s “income safety net.” In turn, single mothers’ behavior has 
changed markedly over the period; more mothers are working and fewer are relying on cash 
welfare to support themselves and their children. 

In the years immediately preceding 1 996 welfare reform, and in the years since, the nation’s 
income safety net has been transformed into one supporting work. Cash-welfare work 
requirements, the end of cash welfare as an open-ended entitlement by limiting the duration that 
individuals may receive federally funded benefits, and expanded earnings and family income 
supplements administered through the federal income tax system have helped to change the 
dynamics between work and welfare. The transformed system has helped to both reduce single 
mothers’ reliance on traditional cash welfare and reduce poverty among their children. 

Poverty under the official U.S. poverty measure, which is based on pre-tax cash income, shows 
that since 2000, which marked a historical low, the poverty rate among single mothers increased 
in step with two recessions. By 2010, the official poverty rate for single mothers had reached a 
post-2000 high, and remained at that level through 2012, before falling somewhat in 2013. In 
2013, the official poverty level was still below pre-1996 welfare reform levels, despite two 
recessions since 1996. 

Using a more comprehensive income definition than that used by the official poverty measure 
indicates that the increase in poverty among single mothers and their children over the past 13 
years has been substantially mitigated by Food Stamp/SNAP benefits and work-related 
refundable tax credits — benefits not captured by the “official” poverty measure. Use of an 
expanded income poverty measure that includes these benefits highlights effects of congressional 
action that helped reduce child poverty amidst, and subsequent to, the most severe recession since 
the Great Depression. 

The role of work-conditioned benefits, and the provision of traditional cash welfare, will likely 
continue to gamer attention, in part contingent on the nature and pace of economic recovery, and 
federal and state budget pressures. 
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Introduction 

Eighteen years have passed since repeal of what was the nation’s major cash welfare program 
assisting low-income families with children, the Aid to Families with Dependent Children 
(AFDC) program, and its replacement with a block grant of Temporary Assistance for Needy 
Families (TANF). This report focuses on trends in the economic well-being of female-headed 
families with children, the principal group affected by the replacement of AFDC with TANF. 
Female-headed families and their children are especially at risk of poverty, and children in such 
families account for well over half of all poor children in the United States. For these reasons, 
single female-headed families continue to be of particular concern to policymakers. The report 
details trends in income and poverty status of these families, prior and subsequent to enactment of 
the 1996 welfare reform law and other policy changes. The report focuses especially on welfare 
dependency and work engagement among single mothers, a major dynamic that welfare reform 
and accompanying policy changes have attempted to affect. It also examines the role of programs 
other than TANF in providing support to single female-headed families with children. 

Since at least the first White House Conference on Children in 1909 (Conference on the Care of 
Dependent Children), and the subsequent creation of the Children’s Bureau in 1912, the federal 
government has been concerned with the social conditions of children. The conference was an 
impetus for states’ enactment of state or locally financed mothers’ pensions (also referred to as 
widows’ pensions and/or mothers’ aid), which provided minimal cash support to mothers made 
destitute, usually due to a husband’s death. Mothers’ aid was intended to help keep the mother at 
home to care for her children, as an alternative to institutionalization or adoption. As part of the 
Social Security Act of 1935, the federal Aid to Dependent Children (ADC) program introduced 
federal involvement in helping provide financial aid, or “public assistance,” to aid dependent 
children, basically as a supplement to states’ mothers’ pension programs. Federal involvement in 
attempting to address the problem of child poverty associated with the loss of parental support 
grew over the next 61 years, at which point the AFDC program, formerly named ADC, was 
repealed and replaced by Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF). 

Two dominant, often conflicting, themes have pervaded public discourse and policy responses to 
providing public assistance to poor families with children. One has been to help improve the 
economic and social well-being of children who, through no fault of their own, live in poor 
circumstances. The other has been reducing welfare dependency. A persistent challenge has been 
how public policy and programs can address the first theme of reducing child poverty without 
undermining the second by encouraging welfare dependency. A major goal of social policy, at 
least since passage of the 1967 Social Security Act welfare amendments, has been to reduce 
welfare dependency and, as a consequence, child poverty, by encouraging work. This report 
focuses on the results of efforts to attain these goals, focusing on female-headed families with 
children. 

CRS analysis of 27 years of U.S. Census Bureau data 1 presented in this report shows a dramatic 
transformation in single mothers’ welfare, work, and poverty status over the period. The period 



1 Most data presented in this report are based on CRS analysis of 27 years of data from the U.S. Census Bureau’s 
Annual Social and Economic Supplement to the Current Population Survey (CPS/ASEC). The CPS/ASEC is the 
principal source for annual income, poverty, and health insurance coverage estimates issued by the Census Bureau. The 
annual survey is a supplement to the monthly CPS conducted for the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) used in 
deriving monthly labor force statistics, such as the national unemployment rate. Estimates from the annual supplement, 
(continued...) 
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